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Abstract
Research regarding international education has been mainly quantitative, and of the few
existing qualitative studies, no research has explored the perspective of students’ personal
and cultural constructs. This study employs a mixed method design within a Personal
Construct Theory perspective. The primary objective of this study is to examine the personal
constructs of six Saudi Arabian graduate students studying at a large Canadian university,
analyzing how they use those constructs to describe their experience of living and learning in
Canada. This is achieved through in-depth repertory grid and self-characterization analyses.
This study reveals that the participants tend to elicit common constructs in terms of their
social roles in the home culture and host culture. This suggests that the participants have a
collaborated system of constructs, because they experience particular difficulties in the host
culture context. The results of this study imply that pairing new arrivals with Canadian peers
would help students adjust successfully to their social life in Canada. Further research to
corroborate these results is recommended.

Keywords: Personal Construct Theory, personal constructs, repertory grid, selfcharacterization, Saudi Arabian international students.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
1.1.

Overview

A large number of international students attend Canadian universities. These international
students come from more than 200 countries, the ten most common of which are China,
as the leading country of origin, then the United States, France, India, South Korea, Iran,
Japan, Hong Kong, Mexico, and Pakistan. These ten countries account for approximately
60 percent of all international students in Canada (Association of Universities and
Colleges of Canada (AUCC, 2007). According to the Canadian Bureau of International
Education (Canadian Bureau of International Education (CBIE, 2002), the number of
international students enrolled in universities in Canada is increasing at a rate of more
than 20,000 students per year.

International students play an important role in facilitating knowledge exchange and
cultural collaboration between different countries (Wei et al., 2007). However, the
experience of studying abroad can be challenging for international students (Wei et al.,
2007). Living and learning in a host country often involves reconciling one set of social
and academic roles and expectations associated with the home country and a different,
contrasting set of roles and expectations associated with the host country. It is common
for many international students to experience psychological difficulties, such as anxiety,
sense of loss, fear, loneliness, and depression, during their transition to living and
learning in a host country. These issues of transition put international students at risk for
marginalization within institutions of higher learning (Jacob & Greggo, 2001).
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A number of studies have been conducted to better understand the challenges facing
international students as they adjust to living and learning in Western countries (e.g.,
Sandhu, 1995; Wei et al., 2007; e.g., Westwood & Barker, 1990; Chen, 1999). However,
the challenges may be substantially different from one cultural group to another cultural
group, as well as from one person to another person. As Popadiuk and Arthur (2004, p.
126) comment, “international students are a culturally heterogeneous group of people
who cross cultures for the experience of living and learning in a foreign environment.”
Furthermore, Jacob and Greggo (2001) note that many issues experienced by
international students are difficult to address in studies that focus on a general population
of international students.

Although universities provide orientation programs for international students, these
programs tend to focus on practical issues, such as shopping, banking, and transportation;
these programs are unlikely to address potential psychological issues (YoungMinds,
2011). A better understanding of the individual ways in which students experience the
transition from home country to host country would provide an opportunity to enhance
programs that universities provide to international students.

1.2.

Research Goal

In examining the experience of international students, researchers have compared specific
ethnic groups such as European, African, and Asian students studying in North America.
These studies have tended to view international students as members of relatively
homogenous continental groups. However, each of these geographic areas includes many
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countries, and each country has its own cultural norms, beliefs, and educational systems.
Thus, it should not be assumed that international students from the same continental area
will experience the same issues in the transition from home country to host country.

A more individualized examination of student experience would afford a better
understanding of the process of reconciling one set of roles and expectations affiliated
with the home country and a different, contrasting set of roles and expectations associated
with the host country. In a review of 42 articles published between 2001 and 2006,
Chirkov (2009) reports that only one article used an interpretive framework in which the
variables were based on cultural analysis of the home and host cultures. Chirkov (2009)
suggests that researchers of international students’ experience should explore and
discover people’s personal, social, and cultural constructs in the home culture and the
host culture through a variety of methods. This suggestion is also supported by
Matsudaira’s (2006) review of 51 psychological acculturation scales.

In the present study, Personal Construct Theory (Kelly, 1955) is used as a framework for
examining the individual ways in which students experience international education. As
described later in this chapter, the theory’s emphasis on contrastive ways of construing
experience makes it well suited to the study of the different roles and expectations that
international students fulfill while living and learning in a host country. The goal of the
present study is to describe the transition experience of a specific group of international
students by examining the personal constructs that a sample of Saudi Arabian graduate
students, who study at a large Canadian university, use to describe their experience of
living and learning in Canada.
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1.3.

Key Issues for International Students

According to Popadiuk and Arthur (2004), international student concerns can be grouped
into three categories: issues that are common to all students, even the domestic students;
issues common to most international students; and issues that are unique to specific
students. Firstly, international students share many issues in common with domestic
students. They often deal with the same adjustment issues in making the transition to
university-level education (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). All students may experience
difficulties registering, ensuring that they are taking the appropriate courses for their
program, completing administrative tasks such as obtaining a library card, and adjusting
to large class lectures. Secondly, international students as a group have common issues;
these include: second language issues, issues of living in a host country, and issues of
learning in a host country. Thirdly, it should be recognized that some specific students
may face more difficulties than other international students because of the cultural and
educational differences between their home and the host country.

1.3.1. Second Language Issues
The English language plays an important role in international students’ process of
adjustment to living and learning in a host country. International students’ need for
adequate English skills starts from the first day of arrival in the host country. As Chen
(1999, p. 51) notes, “language proficiency is a basic and necessary requirement for
simple daily living as well as for more complex technical and academic activities, such as
working and studying in higher education institutions.” Thus, inadequate language skill
can be a barrier to successful transition to living and learning in a host country (Pedersen,
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1991). Inadequate language skills can make students feel insecure and uncomfortable if
they cannot understand others and cannot be understood by others even in an informal
conversation.

Research indicates that international students are usually vulnerable in facing language
difficulties. Such difficulties create stress, anxiety, and they have negative impacts on
self-concept and self-esteem (Chen, 1999; Oropeza, Fitzgibbon, & Baron, 1991; Mori,
2000). In addition, language proficiency is a requirement for recruiting international
students into universities. In some country’s scholarship programs, such as King
Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission (SACM, 2012),
which is fully funded more than 120,000 Saudi Arabian students around the world
(Avancena, 2012), students have a limited time to complete their degree requirements. In
these cases, students may feel pressured and anxious because of fear of losing continued
government funding.

1.3.2. Issues of Living in a Host Country
Besides the routine concerns that every student may have, international students
encounter stressors due to the demands of cultural adjustment. Berry (2005) defines
acculturation as the ability to adapt to a new culture sociologically and psychologically.
An individual’s acculturation experience can result in integration, assimilation,
separation, or marginalization. Integration results in a positive attitude towards both the
new and traditional culture, assimilation involves an interest in the new culture only,
separation is observed when an individual is following only her or his origin culture, and
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marginalization occurs when an individual feels that they do not belong to either of the
two cultures.

International students go through varying levels of acculturation when living in Canada.
In general, the greater the difference between home and host cultures, the greater the
potential adjustment demands faced by an international student (Pedersen, 1991). The
issues of living in a host country include culture shock, homesickness, personal problems,
financial difficulties and family pressures.

Culture shock. Culture shock refers to the experience of novel aspects of a new
environment, including assumptions, beliefs, and social norms for behaviour (Berry,
2005). Alazzi and Chiodo (2006) point out that the most famous study concerning
international students was conducted by Lysgaard (1955), who describes a U-shaped
process of acculturation. Initially, acculturation is relatively easy and without stress. This
initial experience is follows by a period in which adjustment can be more stressful and
may involve psychological symptoms such as anxiety and depression. The process of
acculturation closes with a final period of lower stress that follows from adjustment to the
new environment. As Alazzi and Chiodo (2006) suggest, the significance of Lysgaard’s
study is its emphasize on acculturation as a process that unfolds overtime as students
face, and attempt to manage, the demands of the new environment.

Homesickness. Many conceptualizations in the literature of acculturative stress describe
homesickness as a feeling of being lonely and missing family, friends, persons, and
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places in the home country. Homesickness also includes difficulties with the new
culture’s food, weather, laws, and services (Chen, 1999; Mori, 2000; Willis, Stroebe, &
Hewsone, 2003). Numerous studies have demonstrated that homesickness can negatively
impact the process of acculturation. For example, Wei et al. (2007) describe moderate to
strong positive correlations between homesickness and depression among 189 Chinese
and Taiwanese international students studied in the United States, and suicide has been
documented as an extreme consequence of homesickness and depression in college
students (Willis et al., 2003).

Personal and Socio-cultural Problems. Social relationships play a significant role in the
adjustment process of international students, and many concerns of students pertain to the
gaps between the social structures of home and host countries. Western culture is quite
different than Eastern culture, as there is more emphasis on individualism in Western
culture than in African, Asian, and Middle Eastern cultures, which value collectivism
(McCarthy, 2005; Poyrazli, Thukral, & Duru, 2010). Mori (2000) notes that the concept
of friendship in American society is less permanent and lasting than it is in most other
cultures. For example, an international student may misinterpret an American student’s
invitation of “Let’s get together soon” or “Come on over sometime” as a stated desire to
develop a sincere relationship. Mori (2000, p. 78) also comments that “women’s
liberation in the U.S can further complicate opposite- sex relationships between
Americans and students from more male-oriented cultures.” Furthermore, independence,
competition, and aggressiveness are accepted means of achieving success in the United
States, while in other countries such as Arab countries, cooperation is valued more. As a
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result, international students may find themselves isolated from the host society and may
choose to interact exclusively with their fellow nationals, becoming more isolated from
the host society.

Financial difficulties. A general assumption is that most international students are
wealthy and do not have concerns about their funds (Mori, 2000). In a situation where a
student has had a high standard of living in their home country, the move to the United
States or Canada can be experienced as a threat to continue his or her financial and social
status (Oropeza et al., 1991). In other situations, international students may need to hold a
part-time job to support themselves, and strict immigration regulations for non-residents
may limit their opportunities to have employment outside the university. For example,
The Canadian government allows international students to apply for a temporary work
permit. Those students who receive a work permit are able to apply for jobs on and offcampus to support them and to continue their university education in Canada (Chen,
1999). In addition, even in the situation where students are funded by their government,
they may have difficulties with their economic status. For instance, in recent years, oilrich countries like Saudi Arabia have provided large-scale scholarship programs to many
students, but sometimes, those students are not academically prepared or motivated to
succeed (Oropeza et al., 1991). Those students may feel insecure because they must
achieve an appropriate scholastic level to continue receiving funding from their
government. These changes from a self-sufficient income can affect an international
student’s daily life and create difficulties in adjusting to the host country (Chen, 1999).

9

Family-related pressures. Sometimes international students can be impacted by personal
crises at home, such as an illness or a death among their relatives or friends (Mori, 2000).
These crises can produce a tremendous amount of stress when students are unable to go
home. In other cases, students come to study abroad with their families (e.g., a spouse or
children), and the magnitude of the adjustment problems becomes multiplied by the
number of members in the family (Oropeza et al., 1991). Parents may feel threatened by
their children’s loss of their native language and the cultural norms of their home country.
In general, children incorporate into the host culture faster than their parents, and this can
have a major effect on the integration of the family system.

1.3.3.

Issues of Learning in a Host Country

The main goal of international students is pursuit of their academic goals. Issues of
learning in a host country include performance expectations, and system adjustment
(Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006).

Performance expectations. Chen (1999) states that international students are very
sensitive to the issue of academic performance because they expect to perform as well as,
if not better than they did in their own country. International students are more likely to
see discrepancies between their expected and actual academic performances, especially at
the beginning of their period of study. Perception of academic performance is strongly
related to the overall process of adjustment in the host country (Oropeza et al., 1991). For
instance, if students perceive that they are academically successful, they are likely to feel
more confident living in the host country. In contrast, if students have academic
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difficulties, they may feel that things are out of their control and they may worry about
their welfare if they do not attain the expect level of academic performance. Students may
not just feel anxious; they may also feel a loss of self-esteem and a sense of guilt
regarding the expectations of their family and friends.

System adjustment. Language proficiency and communication skills play important roles
in the academic adjustment of international students (Mori, 2000). In fact, students’
inadequate language skills often diminish their abilities in both on-campus and offcampus activities (Chen, 1999). According to Mori (2000), international students may
find it hard to understand lectures, take notes, complete reading and writing assignments
and examinations, and orally express their opinions or and ask questions in class.

Students from Arab countries are used to a structured educational system which does not
offer the opportunity to select elective courses, and they often expect that someone more
qualified should be responsible for making decisions relating to their education (Alazzi &
Chiodo, 2006). Class presentations are also required in North American classes and this
may pose a difficulty for international students as many of them have not had the
opportunity to develop these skills in their own country (Chen, 1999). As a result, Arab
students may spend much more time studying and have less time to join activities outside
campus; this can result in feelings of isolation and homesickness (Alazzi & Chiodo,
2006).
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In graduate-level education, the advisor can be seen as a key factor in the student’s
successful completion of a program. However, the role of an advisor is different in the
North American system than in the Middle Eastern system. North American professors
expect graduate students to take responsibility for their own programs, whereas Arab
professors will take direct responsibility for leading students through their programs. This
difference can cause some anxiety and concern for Arab students who need time to
become accustomed to the host system (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006).

1.4.

Personal Construct Theory (PCT) and International Students

This section provides an overview of Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (Kelly 1955) as it
applies to issues of international students. PCT was developed by the American
psychologist George Kelly (1955). His theory is organized into a fundamental postulate
and a series of corollaries. The fundamental postulate represents the central principle that
grounds the theory, and this principle is that “a person’s process is psychologically
channelized by the ways in which he anticipates events” (Kelly, 1955, p. 46). Each of the
corollaries serves to elaborate this central principle.

Kelly (1955) views every person as a scientist; that is, a person experiences events,
formulates constructs to explain and organize these events, and, on the basis of these
constructs, seeks to anticipate future events. In Kelly’s view, the scientific enterprise is
not aimed at the discovery of truth; rather, it is directed toward the development of a
system of constructs that is useful in anticipating future events (Pervin, 1989).
International students have constructs that they developed while living in their home
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country. In transition to the host country, it is reasonable for international students to
draw upon these constructs to anticipate events and experiences in the host country. In
effect, they must “bet on them” behaviourally, observe the outcomes of their hypotheses,
and often revise their constructs to better anticipate future events.

The dichotomy corollary explains that personal constructs are bipolar dimensions that
allow a person to understand, organize, and anticipate events, people, or objects in the
world. Kelly assumes that reality is always open to multiple interpretations, and, as a
result, different persons are likely to construe the world somewhat differently. In Kelly’s
theory, this assumption is termed constructive alternativism. In PCT, it is a person’s
system of constructs that serves to identify him or her as an individual. Thus, the
examination of these personal constructs is an important part of understanding a person
(Caputi & Reddy, 1999).

The modulation corollary explains that constructs vary in the degree to which they may
accommodate novel experiences. A permeable construct is one that can readily
accommodate novel experiences, whereas an impermeable construct is one that is applied
to experiences in an inflexible way. Kelly explains that in the experience corollary it is
appropriate for a person’s construct system to evolve “as he successively construes the
replication of events” (Kelly, 1963, p. 72). Thus, a preponderance of impermeable
constructs can impede a student’s transition from home country to host country. Indeed,
some authors (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Mori, 2000) maintain that most international
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students need some form of assistance in dealing with the numerous novel experiences,
events, and procedures that they will encounter in the host country.

Another corollary that applies to international students’ life is the fragmentation
corollary. It holds that “a person may successfully employ a variety of construction
subsystems which are inherently incompatible with each other” (Kelly, 1963, p. 83).
Kelly (1955) views each person as a community of selves rather than just one simple self.
All of us have different roles that we play in life (e.g., an adult, a man, a husband, a
father, a student), and these roles are differentiated by circumstances. International
students have a variety of roles that they bring with them from their home country, and,
in addition, they have new roles to fulfill in the host country. Bochner (1972) links the
issues facing international students to four main social roles that they are required to fill
in the host country: foreigner, university student, young adult, and ambassador for the
student’s home country. There may be a need for a student to modify his or her
conception of these roles by revising some constructs to better anticipate these role in the
host country.

It is important to keep in mind that expectations and experiences differ from one culture
to another culture. The commonality corollary states that if our construction systems are
similar, our experiences, behaviours, and feelings are similar as well. As a result, persons
with the same cultural background will tend to construe things more similarly than
persons with different cultural backgrounds. However, as described by the individuality
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corollary, each person will have a somewhat different set of personal constructs as a
result of having had a different life history.

Lastly, it should be noted that, although one routinely puts one’s personal constructs into
words, it should not be assumed that the dictionary meaning of these words is equivalent
to personal meaning inherent in a construct. As Kelly (1955, p. 339) writes,

A literalistically minded clinician, who does not realize that
he is setting out to learn a new language, may seriously
misinterpret what his client means, simply because he
presumes that the client agrees with the dictionary.

An important component of an international student’s personal identity is the language of
his or her home country. In contrast, the language of the host country may simply be a
tool for international education. In studying the experience of international students, there
is potential benefit to allowing participants to respond in the language of their home
country rather than the language of the host country (English). However, this option
makes a study more complicated to conduct, and most studies involving international
students have relied on participants’ command of the English language (e.g., Sandhu,
1995). In only a few studies did participants have the opportunity to choose the language
used (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Wei et al., 2007).
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1.5.

Research Questions

Given the need to study the specific demands of a group of international students, the aim
of this study is to explore the subjective experience of Saudi Arabian graduate students
who live and learn in Canada in a way that reflects the diversity of their lived
experiences. The theoretical framework of Personal Construct Theory has been selected
for this analysis, as this approach lends itself to gaining access and interpreting private
worlds (Fransella et al., 2004).

The main research questions of this study are:

1- How does a Saudi Arabian graduate student, who is currently living in Canada,
construe his or her roles of living and learning in relation to his or her culture of
origin (previous experience) and host culture (current experience)?
a) Do the Saudi roles fall into a different cluster (group) than the Canadian roles?
b) Where do other roles go (with the Saudi roles or with the Canadian roles)?
c) Does self-characterization help us support the results we get from a grid?

2- How do Saudi Arabian graduate students (as a cultural group) construe their
overall transition experience in relation to the two cultures?
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1.6.

Summary

International students are not a homogenous group, and there is benefit to examining
individual differences in the issues experienced by international students. An
individualized examination of student experience can afford a better understanding of
process of reconciling one set of roles and expectations affiliated with the home country
and a different, contrasting set of roles and expectations associated with the host country.
PCT, with its emphasis on contrastive ways of construing experience, is well suited to the
study of the differing roles and expectations that international students face while living
and learning in a host country. The primary objective of this study is to describe the
personal constructs that a sample of Saudi Arabian graduate students uses to describe
their experience of living and learning in Canada.
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Chapter 2. Methods

2.1.

Design

A mixed method design using the quantitative (repertory grid technique) and qualitative
(self-characterization) methods of Personal Construct Theory was selected. Chirkov
(2009) suggests that researchers of international students’ experiences should explore and
discover personal, social, and cultural constructs in the home culture and host culture
through a variety of quantitative and qualitative methods as they allow a more detailed
understanding of the nature of the acculturation process of international students.

2.2.

Participants

Six Saudi Arabian graduate students aged 27 to 32 years old, two male and four female,
participated in this study. Participants were recruited using a purposive sampling
approach. Saudi Arabian students enrolled in a graduate program at the University of
Western Ontario received an email from the Office of Graduate Studies that described the
study and invited interested students to contact the investigator by email (see appendix 1).
Saudi Arabian students are defined as individuals who have been sent from the Saudi
Arabian Ministry of Higher Education to pursue university education in Canada. The
following criteria were used to select students to participate in the study: (1) they are
currently enrolled at the graduate level at the University of Western Ontario; (2) they
have been living in Canada for up to four years; and (3) their ages range from the late
twenties to early thirties.
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2.3.

Measurement of personal constructs

In this study, Personal Construct Theory (Kelly, 1955) and its methodology are used as a
research framework. The repertory grid technique and a self-characterization procedure
are two methods used in Personal Construct Theory to examine personal constructs.
These two methods were used to generate clusters and cognitive maps of the transition
experience of the Saudi Arabian graduate students who participated in the study.

2.3.1. Repertory Grid Technique (Kelly, 1955)
The Repertory Grid Technique (Kelly, 1955) is a structured interview procedure that
allows the investigator to obtain a glimpse of the world through the “lenses” of the
participant’s own construct system. Its goal is to investigate a person’s construing of
various aspects of his or her world and the structural properties of his or her construct
system. It is a matrix-based method consisting of elements (columns), bipolar constructs
(rows), and evaluations of each element on every construct (cells of the matrix). The
choice of elements is determined by the research topic. In the present study, the elements
were 17 academic and social roles (listed below) of an international student. These roles
were selected by the researcher based on two previous studies: (1) a qualitative study
about the transition experience of Middle Eastern university graduate students (Alazzi &
Chiodo, 2006); and (2) a study of the theories of counselling international students
(Pederson, 1991).

An individual set of constructs was generated for each participant using the dyadic
procedure (Landfield, 1971). This involved asking the person how particular pairs of
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elements (listed below) differed from each other. Specifically, the participant was asked:
“How are these two different or alike?” If a difference was reported, such as “this role has
many responsibilities, but that role has fewer responsibilities,” the construct was defined
by the pair of contrasting adjectives (many responsibilities/fewer responsibilities). If a
similarity was reported, such as “these two roles need academic orientation” the person
was asked to name its opposite (doesn’t need academic orientation). This process was
repeated using different pairs of roles until 11 constructs were obtained. There are no
right or wrong responses when eliciting personal constructs, and it was anticipated that
the constructs would be highly individualized. After the elements and constructs were
obtained, the participant evaluated each element on every construct by using the poles of
the construct (many responsibilities/fewer responsibilities) as anchors of a 5-point rating
scale.

The following roles served as elements in the repertory grid that participants completed.

1.

Myself as a student in Saudi

2.

Myself as a student in Canada

3.

Myself as a member of my current university community

4.

Myself as a member of my previous university community

5.

Myself as a member of Saudi community in Canada

6.

Myself as a member of my family in Saudi

7.

Myself as a member of my family in Canada

8.

Myself as an effective member (male or female) of Saudi culture

9.

Myself as an effective member (male or female) of Canadian culture
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10.

Myself as a friend in Saudi society

11.

Myself as a friend in Canadian society

12.

Myself as an ambassador of my country

13.

Myself as a foreigner

14.

Myself in the past

15.

Myself now

16.

Myself as I would like to be

17.

Myself as a problem-solver or advice-seeker

The following pairs of elements were used to generate an individual set of bipolar
constructs.

1.

Myself as a student in Saudi; Myself as a student in Canada

2.

Myself as a member of my current university community; Myself as a
member of my previous university community

3.

Myself as a member of my family in Saudi; Myself as a member of my
family in Canada

4.

Myself as an effective member (male or female) of Saudi culture; Myself
as an effective member (male or female) of Canadian culture

5.

Myself as a friend in Saudi society; Myself as a friend in Canadian society

6.

Myself as an ambassador of my country; Myself as a foreigner.

7.

Myself in the past; Myself now

8.

Myself now; Myself as I would like to be in the future (ideal-self)
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9.

Myself as I would like to be in the future (ideal -self); Myself as an
ambassador of my country

10.

Myself as a problem-solver or advice-seeker; Myself as a member of
Saudi community in Canada

11.

Myself as a problem-solver or advice-seeker: Myself as a member of my
current university community

The ratings of elements can be analyzed in a qualitative or quantitative way (Jankowicz,
2003). On the quantitative side, numbers are descriptions of the ways in which persons
construe their experiences, and there are various quantitative methods, both simple and
complex, for analyzing structural relationships in a repertory grid (Fransella, Bell, &
Bannister, 2004). On the qualitative side, a repertory grid can be seen as a structured
interviewing technique in which one analyzes participants’ responses for themes in the
same way as one would analyze responses from other interviews or focus groups (e.g.,
Melrose & Shapiro, 1999). In the current study, grids’ contents were analyzed both
quantitatively and qualitatively. These approaches co-exist in the personal construct
literature (Jankowicz, 2003), and in this respect, the repertory grid is neither a purely
quantitative nor purely qualitative approach. More details are provided in the analysis
overview section.

2.3.2. Self-characterization (Kelly, 1955)
Self-characterization (Kelly, 1955) is Kelly’s qualitative method (Fransella et al., 2004).
It consists of a character sketch written in the third person in which the participant is
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asked to take the broadest possible view of himself or herself, rather than to concentrate
on focal interests of the researcher. To facilitate access to a broad perspective, the
participant is instructed to write the sketch from the point of view of a sympathetic friend
who knows him/her intimately, perhaps better than anyone else does. Characterizations
are extremely flexible and may be adapted in various ways to meet the particular needs of
the researcher. Therefore, in this study, each participant was asked to write a description
of his or her experience as an international student, and these self-characterizations
served to augment the information obtained using the repertory grid by providing the
participant with a less structured means of describing his or her experience. Kelly (1955,
p. 323) suggests using the following instructions.

I want you to write a character sketch of [participant’s name], just as if
he/she were the principal character in a play. Write it as it might be
written by a friend who knew him/her [as an international student]
intimately and very sympathetically, perhaps better than anyone ever
really could know him/her. Be sure to write it in the third person. For
example, start out by saying [participant’s name] is …..

Self-characterizations were analyzed in a qualitative way. More details are available in
the analysis overview section.

2.4.

Procedure

The researcher met with each participant individually and asked him or her to complete a
repertory grid (see Figure 2-1) and a self-characterization. Each interview took about an
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hour and a half. The research was reviewed and approved by the Health Sciences
Research Ethics Board at University of Western Ontario (see appendix 2).

2.5.

Language

Participants were given the option to complete the repertory grid and self-characterization
exercise in either English or Arabic (their native language) in an effort to obtain a rich
description of their experience as an international student. All six participants chose to
use Arabic. English versions of the repertory grids and self-characterization were made
by the researcher following the interview.

2.6.

Analysis overview

Each repertory grid and self-characterization was first analyzed individually, and then the
results of these two methods were compared across participants and used to provide a
description of the transition experience of these Saudi Arabian graduate students as a
cultural group.

2.6.1. Analysis of repertory grids
As stated in the previous chapter, this study provides a more detailed description of
students’ construct systems of transition experience. Bell (1988) offers a formula for
assessing the amount of information contained in a single grid: if we have n elements and
m constructs, the amount of information is [n + (m×2 poles)] + (n×m). Thus, in a 17×11
grid, there are 226 pieces of information for just one individual in this study. Since there
is such an enormous amount of data inherent in a grid, methods of summarizing
element/construct relationships have been developed. In the present study, Hierarchical
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Cluster Analysis (HCA) was used to describe the structural relationships between the
elements. HCA is a technique for highlighting the relationships between elements or
constructs in a grid so that they become visible at a glance (Jankowicz, 2003). In other
words, it is a method that attempts to group elements or constructs into small clusters
(families) within a large hierarchal system based on the distances between any two of
those elements or constructs (Hill,1995). A cluster includes a group of relatively
homogenous elements or constructs, and items in each cluster (e.g., Saudi roles) are
similar in some ways to each other and dissimilar to those in other clusters (e.g.,
Canadian roles). There are different methods of making clusters and measuring distances.
Bell (1997) recommends the use of Ward’s method with squared Euclidean distances for
the analysis of grids. Ward’s method uses an analysis of variance approach to evaluate
the distances between clusters (Burns & Burns, 2008). Bell (1997) also recommends
squared Euclidean distances because they are unaffected by the orientation of the
constructs. That is, the same distance is obtained when a construct (such as, “productive
versus unproductive”) is expressed in the reverse order (“unproductive versus
productive”). The Ward’s method and squared Euclidean distance are used within SPSS
in this study to analyze grid elements (the 17 roles) into clusters, based on the
recommendations of Bell (1997) (see appendix 3).

2.6.2. Analysis of self-characterizations
Kelly (1955) developed the self-characterization as an idiographic narrative assessment
that can be analyzed qualitatively by the clinician to examine the self-construction of the
client (Houston, 1998). He distinguished his analysis from approaches that relied
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primarily on verbal or syntactical analysis, and stated that the overall, “object of this kind
of inquiry is to see how the client structures a world in relation to which he must maintain
himself in some kind of role.” (p.324). Therefore, the client’s personal constructs system
is the primary focus of this assessment. A secondary focus can be where the client places
himself or herself with respect to the personal categories and dimensions that make up his
or her world (Hardison & Neimeyer, 2012).Thus, the central topics of the selfcharacterization, opening sentences, main constructs, sequence, and the participant’s
perception of himself or herself as being distinguishable from other people were
considered in this study. Furthermore, the results obtained from a grid and selfcharacterization of each participant were compared in terms of the common themes and
constructs with extreme ratings (either a score of 1, 2 or 4, 5) used in both methods as a
way of confirming the participant’s view of his or her transition experience in relation to
his or her roles and expectations in Saudi Arabian and Canadian cultures.
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Figure 2-1. A blank 17×11 repertory grid.
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Chapter 3. Results
This chapter provides an analysis of the ways in which participants construed the roles of
a Saudi Arabian graduate student living and learning in Canada. The construction of these
roles is examined individually for each participant based on analyses of the repertory grid
and self- characterization tasks. Both the repertory grid and self-characterization tasks
allowed participants an opportunity to describe their experiences in a highly
individualized way. Nonetheless, some commonality is evident in the individual
constructions, and this chapter concludes by considering the shared experience of these
Saudi Arabian graduate students.

The repertory grids were analyzed through hierarchical cluster analysis to examine the
extent to which a binary structure emerged in which Saudi roles were differentiated from
Canadian roles. One would expect Saudi roles and Canadian roles to fall into separate
clusters to the extent that these roles reflect contrasting sets of expectations. In
comparison, role assimilation would be evidenced to the degree that the two clusters are
composed of a blend of Saudi roles and Canadian roles.

The self-characterizations were analyzed to examine the narratives that participants told
about themselves. Some correspondence was anticipated between the selfcharacterization and the repertory grid. However, each task placed different constraints
on the description of personal experience. The repertory grid is a comparison task that
emphasizes contrast among the roles, whereas the self-characterization is a story-telling
task that emphasizes continuity and consequences.

28

3.1.

Participant One: Eman

Eman is a 30-year-old, married woman who has been living in Canada for four years.
Before coming to study in Canada, she worked in Saudi Arabia as an instructor. Eman’s
repertory grid is shown in Figure 3-1.

A hierarchical cluster analysis of her repertory grid reveals a two-cluster structure that
differentiates between Canadian roles and Saudi roles. As summarized in Table 3-1, the
smaller cluster consists of four of the five Canadian roles, one of the international roles
(“foreigner”), and the temporal role of “myself now.” In her current university
community, although she chooses to describe herself as a “researcher”, she sees herself as
a “shy” classmate, and this affects her current view of herself as an “anxious” person and
“discouraging” foreigner. As a member of Canadian culture, she is “self-oriented”;
however, she seems to be a “quiet” friend. The larger cluster consists of all five Saudi
roles, one Canadian role (“my family in Canada”), two of the three international roles,
and two temporal roles (“myself in the past” and “myself as I would like to be”). Eman
chooses to describe herself as a student in Saudi as an “information-receiver” rather than
a “researcher”, and she sees herself as a “confident” classmate in her previous university
community. She construes herself as a “chatty” friend; however, she sees herself as a
“male-oriented” person, and this means that she follows the traditional values of her
society as being guided by men rather than women and that she might be chatty only with
her female friends. She is satisfied with herself in the past; therefore, she was “calm” at
that time, and her ideal self is a “self-assured” person. The role of problem-solver/adviceseeker was aligned with the cluster of Saudi roles. As a problem-solver, she finds herself
a “capable” person in both providing and asking for help only in the Saudi student
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community in Canada. This also confirms her picture of herself as an ambassador of her
country who is “encouraging” to her co-national friends. The separation of the Saudi
roles and the Canadian roles in the cluster analysis suggests that Eman construes these
roles to be distinct sets of expectations. Similarities are evident only between her roles as
a family member in both cultures, in which she describes herself as “caring about others.”
This means that she follows the traditional values of her society with their emphasis on
the role of family.

Eman’s self-characterization (below) centres around the issue of anxiety. As Kelly (1955)
notes, these self-characterizations often begin with relatively neutral and “safe”
information. Eman’s self-characterization begins in this way with a statement about her
current orientation to life; she notes that she is “a very hard worker who takes
responsibility for her own learning/working.” She continues her characterization by
describing her hope for “everything to be perfect”; however, she has “fears of making
mistakes, of embarrassment, of criticism, and of loss.” These fears are social fears, and
this is clear from her grid as she sees herself as a “shy” classmate and “quiet friend.”
Eman draws this narrative to a close by commenting that “living this way makes her very
anxious and she feels under pressure most of the time.”

The issue of anxiety also emerges in the repertory grid as a salient distinction (i.e., calm
vs. anxious). In the repertory grid, the five Saudi roles are construed as “encouraging”
(mean rating = 1.0) whereas, in Canada, these roles were construed as highly “anxious”
(mean rating = 4.8). These ratings fall at opposite ends of the five-point scale, and they
show that her roles are highly polarized in terms of her construction of anxiety.
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Eman is a very hard worker who takes responsibility for her own
learning/working. She spends most of her time at university (as a student)
or at home (as a mother), but she does not spend enough time having fun
with her friends. She wants everything to be perfect (family, studying, and
working); therefore, she always has irrational fears of making mistakes, of
embarrassment, of criticism, and of loss. She sometimes hears voices say
“You can’t! It won't work! You are going to look like a fool! What if they
laugh at you” Living this way makes her very anxious and she feels under
pressure most of the time.
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Figure 3-1. Eman’s repertory grid.
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3.2.

Participant Two: Hashim

Hashim is a 32-year-old who has been living in Canada for four years. In his first two
years in Canada, he was single and lived with a Canadian homestay. Hashim got married
one year ago and graduated from his master’s degree in the same year. Before coming to
study in Canada, he worked in Saudi Arabia as an engineer for a foreign company.
Hashim’s repertory grid is shown in Figure 3-2.

A hierarchical cluster analysis of his repertory grid reveals a two-cluster structure that
differentiates between Canadian roles and Saudi roles. As summarized in Table 3-1, the
smaller cluster consists of four of the Canadian roles, one of the international roles
(“foreigner”), and the temporal role of “myself now.” He is “dissatisfied” with himself
now because he is “less successful” than before. His view of his role as a foreigner is of a
person who “faces racism.” The larger cluster consists of all five Saudi roles, one
Canadian role (“my family in Canada”), two of the three international roles, and two
temporal roles (“myself in the past” and “myself as I would like to be”). Hashim
construes himself as an “active” student and being “more involved” as a member of a
university community. Although Hashim defined himself as a “relaxed” friend in Saudi,
he sees that there are “many social restrictions” in Saudi society. It seems that his ideal
self relates more to his past, as he was “more successful” in Saudi. The role of problemsolver/advice-seeker aligns with the cluster of Canadian roles, suggesting that living with
the Canadian homestay helped him to ask for help from Canadian society when he
needed. The separation of the Saudi roles and the Canadian roles in the cluster analysis
suggests that Hashim construes these roles to be distinct sets of expectations. Similarities
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are evident only between his roles as a family member in both cultures. This means that
he follows the traditional values of his society with their emphasis on the role of family.

Hashim’s self-characterization (below) centres around a negative experience that he had
while studying for his master’s degree in Canada. Hashim begins his self-characterization
with two contradictory constructs “a diligent student/not an organized person” unlike
many people who choose to begin their self-characterizations with “safe” information as
noted by Kelly (1955). He continues his characterization by describing himself as being
primarily responsible for his negative experience “he has tried very hard to succeed in his
graduate studies, but making the wrong choices….has impacted his overall grade and
level of study.” However, he ends his characterization with a more social perspective,
blaming others for his unsuccessful experience: “it is not right to allow others to inhibit
his ability to determine and control his own destiny” because he was “not brave enough
to make the right decision to change his field of study.”

The issue of his negative experience also emerges in the repertory grid as a salient
distinction (i.e., more successful vs. less successful and satisfied vs. dissatisfied). In the
repertory grid, a mean score is given for all his roles in Saudi and Canada as being
“respectful vs. careless” (mean rating = 1.0). The five Saudi roles are construed as
“respects others’ differences” and “provides help” (mean rating = 1.2), whereas in
Canada these roles are construed moderately within the measure of “stressed vs. relaxed”
(mean rating = 3.6). These ratings fall at a more neutral point on the five-point scale, and
they show that his roles are moderately polarized in terms of his construction of his
negative experience.
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Hashim is a diligent student, but he is not an organized person. He has
tried very hard to succeed in his graduate studies, but making the wrong
choices at the beginning of his master’s degree has impacted his overall
grade and level of study. He was not brave enough to make the right
decision to change his field of study. After all, he completed his degree
and graduated. He had wished to be more courageous as it is not right to
allow others to inhibit his ability to determine and control his own destiny.
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Figure 3-2. Hashim’s repertory grid.
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3.3.

Participant Three: Amal

Amal is a 30-year-old, married woman who has been living in Canada for four years.
Before coming to study in Canada, she worked in Saudi Arabia as an instructor. Amal’s
repertory grid is shown in Figure 3-3.

A hierarchical cluster analysis of her repertory grid reveals a two-cluster structure that
differentiates between Canadian roles and Saudi roles; however, each cluster has a nearly
equal number of roles (nine and eight). As summarized in Table 3-1, one cluster consists
of four of the five Canadian roles, all three international roles, the role of problemsolver/advice-seeker, and the temporal role of “myself now.” At university she is a
“researcher” who is “less incorporated” with her classmates and more embarrassed to ask
for help; therefore, she now sees herself as a “less confident” person who has a “more
challenging” life. She is “more involved” in her home responsibilities and taking care of
her children alone, so finds herself socially “isolated”. As a foreigner, she faces racism
but only off-campus. Her international roles suggest that Amal sees those three roles from
others’ view and specifically through the lens of Canadian society. The second cluster
consists of all five Saudi roles, one Canadian role (“my family in Canada”), and two
temporal roles (“myself in the past” and “myself as I would like to be”), suggesting that
Amal was more comfortable with herself in the past and with her “less challenging” life
and wants to shape her future according to her past self. She construed herself at
university as an “information-receiver”, and she found herself “more incorporated” with
other students in her previous academic society. As a friend, she was “social”, but as a
family member, she was “less involved” in completing home-chores and providing full
care for her children because she was sharing those responsibilities with her house-maid.
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The separation of the Saudi roles and the Canadian roles in the cluster analysis suggests
that Amal construes these roles to be distinct sets of expectations.

Amal’s self-characterization (below) centres around the issue of fear of failure. Unlike
the people whose self-characterizations are described by Kelly (1955), Amal begins her
characterization with “un-safe” information about her current situation, in which she is
“always anxious and very nervous.” She continues her characterization by describing her
feelings about her current situation: “Despite all her efforts to succeed…..the fear of
failure continues and is ongoing.” Amal gives her narrative a more social focus,
commenting that “to achieve academic success in a country with an excellent academic
society, you need to make a lot of effort to succeed” and that this puts “a lot of external
pressure” on her shoulders.

The issue of failure also emerges in the repertory grid as a salient distinction (i.e.,
challenging vs. less challenging). In the repertory grid, she tends to use the score 3
(neutral point) for most of her roles, suggesting she is uncertain about her expectations
for roles in both cultures. The five Saudi roles are construed as “information-receiver”
(mean rating = 1.4), whereas in Canada these roles are construed as highly “less giving”
(mean rating = 4.6). Interestingly, she sees herself as being “less confident” (mean rating
= 2.0) in all her roles in Saudi and Canada except for her role as a member of Saudi
society; therefore, she wishes to be “more confident” in the future (“ideal self”) with a
score of 4 on the five-point scale.
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Amal is always anxious and very nervous and has a concern about her
graduate studies because of a fear of failure. Despite all her efforts to
succeed and her perseverance to do well in her courses, the fear of failure
continues and is ongoing. She has a feeling that to achieve academic
success in a country with an excellent academic society, you need to make
a lot of effort to succeed, and there is a lot of external pressure on your
shoulders.
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Figure 3-3. Amal’s repertory grid.
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3.4.

Participant Four: Moayad

Moayad is a 27-year-old, single man who has been living in Canada for two years with a
Canadian homestay. He obtained his bachelor’s degree before coming to Canada to
pursue his master’s degree. Moayad’s repertory grid is shown in Figure 3-3.

A hierarchical cluster analysis of his repertory grid reveals a two-cluster structure that
differentiates between Canadian roles and Saudi roles. However, most of Moayad’s roles
are grouped into the Canadian cluster. As summarized in Table 3-1, the smaller cluster
consists of four of the five Saudi roles, one of the temporal roles (“myself as I would like
to be”), and the role of problem-solver/advice-seeker. In Saudi, his role as a problemsolver/advice-seeker is based on “honesty” rather than “interests.” His ideal self is more
“satisfied” and he sees himself as a more “acceptable” person in the future. The larger
cluster consists of all five Canadian roles, one Saudi role (“university community in
Saudi”), all three international roles, and two temporal roles (“myself in the past” and
“myself now”). In Saudi, Moayad considered himself an “information-receiver”;
however, he was a “social” classmate, a “more involved” friend, and a family member
with many responsibilities (as opposed to “researcher”, “isolated”, “less involved”, and a
family member who has fewer responsibilities in Canada).He construes himself in the
past as a “reserved” person belonging to a society “controlled by Religion,” but as an
“outgoing” person in a society “controlled by Law” in the present. Since Moayad is
single and does not have family responsibilities in Canada, he may not experience
difficulties adjusting to a new culture especially in his academic community, but not in
off-campus social life. The separation of the Saudi roles and the Canadian roles in the
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cluster analysis suggests that Moayad construes some roles to be distinct sets of
expectations.

Moayad’s self-characterization (below) centres around the issue of describing his current
life socially and academically. Unlike the people whose self-characterizations are
described by Kelly (1955), Moayad begins his characterization with “un-safe”
information about his current social life in Canadian society, as he is a “very shy” and
“isolated and aloof” person. In contrast, he describes his current social life in his small
Saudi community using more positive constructs: “very cheerful and brave person when
he is with his close co-national friends.” In terms of his academic life, he describes
himself as a “very diligent and ambitious student.” The description of Moayad’s current
life also emerges with a salient distinctions (i.e., social vs. isolated) in the repertory grid.
The five Saudi roles are construed as “social” (mean rating = 1.6), whereas in Canada
these roles are construed as highly “self-oriented vs. group-oriented” (mean rating = 4.2).
These ratings fall at opposite ends of the five-point scale, and they show that his roles are
highly polarized in terms of his construction of his isolation in Canadian society.

Socially, Moayad is very shy, and because of this he sometimes feels that
he is isolated and aloof in Canadian society. Regarding his personality, he
is a very cheerful and brave person when he is with his close co-national
friends. Academically, he is a very diligent and ambitious student.
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Figure 3-4. Moayad’s repertory grid.
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3.5.

Participant Five: Manal

Manal is a 28-year-old, married woman who has been living in Canada for two years.
Before coming to study in Canada, she worked in Saudi Arabia as a manager with
individuals of both sexes. Manal’s repertory grid is shown in Figure 3-5.

A hierarchical cluster analysis of her repertory grid reveals a two-cluster structure that
differentiates between Canadian roles and Saudi roles. As summarized in Table 3-1, the
smaller cluster consists of four of the Canadian roles, one of the international roles
(“foreigner”), and the temporal role of “myself now.” She sees herself as an
“unacceptable” classmate and a student who “needs academic orientation” in Canada.
Her current self is a person who “plans for the future,” and as a foreigner, she sees herself
as a person who “doesn’t face any racism.” The larger cluster consists of all five Saudi
roles, one Canadian role (“friend in Canada”), two of the three international roles, and
two temporal roles (“myself in the past” and “myself as I would like to be”). Manal sees
herself as an “acceptable” classmate and a student who “doesn’t need academic
orientation” in Saudi. She construes her past self as a “real-time thinker,” and her ideal
self as “more knowledgeable.” The role of problem-solver/advice-seeker aligns with the
cluster of Saudi roles. As a problem-solver, she defines herself as a “group-oriented”
person with her co-national friends, which fits more with the Saudi values, compared to
her “self-oriented” tendencies in her current university community. The separation of the
Saudi roles and the Canadian roles in the cluster analysis suggests that Manal construes
these roles to be distinct sets of expectations. Similar constructs are evident in Manal’s
role as a friend and a person who has an “ability to accept both sexes” in both cultures.
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Manal’s self-characterization (below) centres around positive and negative qualities of
her personality, but in the present time. As Kelly (1955) notes, these selfcharacterizations often begin with relatively neutral and “safe” information. Manal’s selfcharacterization begins in this way with a neutral statement about the current
characteristics of her personality, she says that that she is “Like anyone, has positives and
negative qualities.” She continues her characterization by describing one of her positive
qualities “she does not like to ask anybody for help” which contrasts with her being
“hotheaded and impatient.” Manal closes this narrative with a more social focus,
commenting that “she always finds herself doing other peoples’ [sic] work.”

The issue of personality qualities also emerges in the repertory grid as a salient
distinction (i.e., organized and independent vs. disorganized and needs assistance). In the
repertory grid, the five Saudi roles are construed as “acceptable person” and “grouporiented” (mean rating = 1.0), whereas in Canada, these roles are construed as involving
“more responsibilities” (mean rating = 4.2). It is interesting that Manal gives an extremes
score (5) for all her roles except her role of “member of Saudi community in Canada” in
the construct of “ability to accept both sexes,” and for all her roles in the construct of
“respects others’ differences” (at extreme score of 1).

Like anyone, Manal has positives and negative qualities. I have known her
for more than a year now. One of her positive characteristics is that she
does not like to ask anybody for help. One of her negative characteristics
is that she always tries to solve her problems at home by herself, and
doesn’t let anybody help her with those problems. She is hotheaded and is
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impatient. She doesn’t give people a chance or enough time to do their
work; therefore, she always finds herself doing other peoples’ [sic] work.
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Figure 3-5. Manal’s repertory grid.
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3.6.

Participant Six: Lamia

Lamia is a 31-year-old, married woman who has been living in Canada for four years.
Before coming to study in Canada, she obtained her master’s degree. Lamia’s repertory
grid is shown in Figure 3-6.

A hierarchical cluster analysis of her repertory grid reveals a two-cluster structure that
differentiates between some of the Canadian roles and some of the Saudi roles. However,
most of Lamia’s roles, including her roles in Canada, are grouped into the Saudi cluster.
As summarized in Table 3-1, the large cluster consists of all five Saudi roles, three of the
Canadian roles, all three international roles, and the temporal role of “myself in the past”.
She chooses to describe herself as an “untrustworthy” student, and this may affect her
view of herself in the past as “unproductive”. She has “less control of family life” as a
family member and “less freedom of opinion and less ability to make decisions” as a
member of culture.” The smallest cluster consists of two of the Canadian roles, the
temporal roles of “myself now” and “myself as I would like to be,” and the role of
problem-solver/advice-seeker. Lamia construes herself as a being a “trustworthy” student
and a classmate who has an “ability to accept both sexes”. She sees her current self as
having a “more religious commitment” than herself in the past, and she wants to be a
“productive” person in the future (“ideal self”). As a member of a culture, she has “more
freedom of opinion and ability to make decisions”, but “more responsibilities and less
time for friends”; however, she defines herself as an ambassador who has an “egalitarian”
sensibility, but as a foreigner who faces “discriminatory actions.” As a problem-solver,
she is willing to “provide help.” The integration of the Saudi roles and Canadian roles in
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the cluster analysis suggests that Lamia construes these roles to be similar sets of
expectations. These similarities are related more to her life in Saudi culture.
Lamia’s self-characterization (below) centres around the impacts of three events that
happened in her life. Lamia’s self-characterization begins in a “safe” way with a
statement about her current orientation to life: she is “independent and is a very hard
worker.” She continues her characterization by describing changes in her personality due
to specific events that happened in her home country (Saudi Arabia) while she was
studying in Canada. Lamia closes this narrative with a look at the future. She comments
that “Over three years, she has started to build her future and has learned to accept
unexpected surprises, challenges, and obstacles.”

The issue of personality changes also emerges in the repertory grid as a salient distinction
(i.e., productive vs. unproductive). In the repertory grid, the five Saudi roles are construed
as “ability to accept both sexes” (mean rating = 2.2), whereas in Canada, these roles are
construed as “asks for help” (mean rating = 4.00). These ratings fall at opposite ends of
the five-point scale, and they show that her roles explain that her need for help in Canada
continues.

Lamia is independent and is a very hard worker. She used to be very
sensitive towards any failure or un-happy [sic] events in her life, since
three main events happened and changed her life path while she was
studying abroad. Over three years, she has started to build her future and
has learned to accept unexpected surprises, challenges, and obstacles.
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Figure 3-6. Lamia’s repertory grid.
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3.7.

Results across all participants

3.7.1. Repertory grids
Table 3-1 shows the hierarchical cluster analysis of roles/elements for all six participants.
The most similar structure of clusters across participants is a division of their roles into
two clusters. One cluster contains the roles related to Saudi culture and the other cluster
contains the roles related to Canadian culture. The international roles, temporal roles, and
the discovery role are aligned with either cluster of Saudi roles or Canadian roles. This
method of classifying roles is due to the similarities in expectations for roles related to
specific cultures (short distances between the similar elements). Although each
participant construes his or her roles differently from other participants, there are
common constructs between participants that can be defining the transition experience of
Saudi Arabian students in Canada as a cultural group. Table 3-2 shows the participants’
common constructs of the differences between their roles in Saudi and in Canada. The
commonality score is the number of participants who produced the constructs. The
highest common score (5) was for the role as a classmate, and the lowest common score
was 3 for the roles of member of family, member of culture, self in the past/now, and
problem-solver.

The clusters of participants one, two, three and five are identical in their structures (a
two-cluster structure that differentiates between Canadian roles and Saudi roles) except
for the role of “friend in Canada” for participant five (Manal) and the role of “problemsolver/advice-seeker” for participant one (Eman), which both align with the cluster of
Saudi roles. In addition, the international roles for participant three (Amal) are clustered
with the Canadian roles (see Table 3-1). These structures confirm that students have
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different expectations for their roles between their culture of origin and their host culture.
Participants four and six also have the structure of two clusters but with a different group
of clusters. Most of the roles for participant four are clustered with the Canadian cluster,
whereas most participants’ six roles are grouped with the Saudi cluster, suggesting that
those participants may have some similarities in their expectations of roles or they may
reach some point of adjustment.

3.7.2. Self-characterizations
Self-characterizations are construed differently across participants, but their
characterizations are focused on their present or current orientation to life. Past or future
(where they see themselves going) is not included in narratives except for that of
participant six, whose characterization has a focus on the future. Most participants began
their characterization with “un-safe” information about themselves. The main constructs
of all self-characterizations centre on the issues of “anxiety, fear of failure, feeling of
isolation, stress of having many responsibilities, [and] ability to overcome obstacles.”
Most of these issues are related to either the university community (e.g., participants one,
two, and three) or to Canadian society outside the university (e.g., participant four).
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Table 3-1.
Two Clusters of Roles for Six Participants.
Participant
Eman Hashim Amal Moayad Manal Lamia
Saudi Roles
• Myself as a student in Saudi [1]













• Myself as a member of my previous university community [4]













• Myself as a member of my family in Saudi [6]













• Myself as an effective member of Saudi culture [8]













• Myself as a friend in Saudi society [10]













• Myself as a student in Canada [2]













• Myself as a member of my current university community [3]













• Myself as a member of my family in Canada [7]













• Myself as an effective member of Canadian culture [9]













• Myself as a friend in Canadian society [11]













• Myself as a member of Saudi community in Canada [5]













• Myself as an ambassador of my country [12]













• Myself as a foreigner [13]













• Myself in the past [14]













• Myself now [15]













• Myself as I would like to be [16]

























Canadian Roles

International Roles

Temporal Roles

Discovery Role
• Myself as a problem-solver or advice-seeker [17]

Note. Two cluster solutions were obtained in a hierarchical cluster analysis (Ward’s
method). The cluster containing the majority of Saudi roles is marked with a circle ()
and the other cluster is marked with a check ().
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Table 3-2.

Canadian constructs

Saudi Constructs

The Participants’ Common Constructs.
Role

Constructs

Student
Classmate

Information-receiver
Social/More involved
/Confident/Acceptable
Few responsibilities/Organized &
independent
Male-oriented /Group-oriented/Less
freedom of individual opinion
Chatty/Social/More involved/Relaxed
Respects others’ differences
Calm/More successful/Less challenging life
Capable/Giving help/Less embarrassed to
ask for help

3
5

Researcher
Isolated/Less involved/Shy/
Unacceptable
More responsibilities/Disorganized & needs
assistance
Self-oriented/More freedom of individual
opinion
Quiet/Isolated/Less involved/Stressed
Faces racism
Anxious/Less successful/More challenging
Tense/Asking for help/More embarrassed to
ask for help

3
5

Member of family
Member of culture
Friend
Ambassador
Self in the past
Problem-solver/adviceseeker
Student
Classmate
Member of family
Member of culture
Friend
Foreigner
Self now
Problem-solver/adviceseeker

Commonality
score

3
3
4
4
3
3

3
3
4
4
3
3
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Chapter 4. Discussion
This chapter presents the main findings of this study in response to the research goal, and
in relation to the theoretical and literature base. The research implications of the findings
are considered and the limitations are reviewed. This chapter also outlines potential areas
for future research in the light of the study’s findings.

4.1. Summary and Discussion of Main Findings
The aim of this study was to understand how a group of graduate students who come
from a specific cultural background (e.g., a Middle Eastern country such as Saudi Arabia)
construe their transition experiences while they are living and learning in a different
culture (e.g., a Western country such as Canada). The study employed an individualized
examination of students’ experiences. Generally speaking, this research did not find
major differences in the problems and concerns that participants encountered in their
transition experiences compared to findings of previous research; however, this study
explored further the details of students’ experiences, and its findings point to some of the
reasons for problems that Saudi Arabian graduate students tend to encounter while
studying in Canada.

For Saudi Arabian graduate students who participated in this study, social relationships
tend to play an important role in their adjustment to Canada (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006).
Social life, either on-campus or off campus, was found to elicit strong feelings of
isolation, stress, and discrimination. In terms of academic achievement, Saudi students
tend to look at their future through a lens of their previous life, as it is their previous life
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that grounds their identities and, particularly, their self-construing. In their attempts to
solve problems, they seem to be more comfortable seeking help from their co-nationals in
Canada (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006). In the following sections, the study’s main findings are
discussed in detail in relation to the corollaries of Personal Construct Theory (PCT), as
introduced in the first chapter, and to some of the findings of earlier research on
international students.

4.1.1. Individuality vs. Commonality Corollaries
As mentioned, PCT is primarily concerned with the ways in which individuals “make
sense” of their lives and of the events they encounter (“individuality”). The notion that
groups of individuals share ways of construing is an extension of this idea; thus,
analyzing the assumption that there are similar ways of construing cultural identity
(“commonality”) among participants as a cultural group is appropriate, as more than one
Saudi Arabian student was involved in this study (Scheer, 2003). In this study,
individuality can be seen in the unique system of constructs that each student used in his
or her grid to describe the transition experience of living and learning in both cultures,
and more specifically, in the way that he or she defined his or her world through the use
of self-characterizations. Commonality can be shown in the shared and repeated
constructs and synonyms used by all or most of the students to describe their roles and
experiences.

Some social roles, either in the university community (e.g., as a member of the university
community/classmate) or in the social community in general (e.g., as a friend and as a
foreigner vs. as an ambassador) elicited the most common constructs used in this study
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(constructs with a commonality score of 5). This suggests that the participants have a
more elaborated construct system in these areas, because these roles cause them particular
difficulties. Although students in this study have been living in Canada for more than two
years, it seems that they still experience some sense of social loss (Chen, 1999).
Constructs related to these social roles were positive when clustered with Saudi roles
(e.g., social and confident classmate, chatty and relaxed friend, and ambassador who
respects others’ differences) and were negative when clustered with Canadian roles (e.g.,
isolated and shy classmate, quiet and stressed friend, and foreigner who faces racism). To
identify each student’s degree of sociability (as a classmate and as a friend) in the host
culture, common constructs of related roles in Canada can be used to draw a continuum.
This continuum starts with the construct of being “less involved” (on the left side of the
continuum) and ends with the construct of being “isolated” (on the other side of the
continuum).

The rest of the roles (e.g., student, member of family, member of culture, self in
past/ideal self and problem-solver) elicited fewer common constructs from the
participants (with a commonality score of three). For example, it seems that students who
work with a supervisor do not have many difficulties. All six participants agreed that they
have different expectations about this role in the two cultures. In Canada, three
participants see themselves as “researchers” rather than “information receivers” (in
Saudi). In addition, two participants indicated that they want to be “more active” with a
“need for academic orientation”. Lamia was the exception; she felt that she is a more
“trustworthy” student in Canada (as opposed to her role in Saudi). Similarly, the role as a
“member of culture” varied among participants. Three participants construed their roles
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as a “member of culture” as “self-oriented”, and they reported having more “freedom of
individual opinion” in Canada, whereas the other three found their roles to be similar in
both cultures.

Although temporal roles (“myself in the past, “myself now,” and “myself as I would like
to be/ideal self”) had fewer common constructs among participants, participants’ past and
ideal selves were construed in relation to their Saudi roles, while their present selves were
construed in relation to their Canadian roles, with the exception of Moayad and Lamia.
Moayad was the only student with no family members in Canada, which could explain
why his self in the past was construed in relation to his Canadian roles. This could be
seen as a reason for his associating his past self with these roles. Lamia’s ideal self was
construed in relation to her Canadian roles. This suggests that she prefers her current
view of herself. The content of the participants’ self-construing, as considered based on
the construct poles of the repertory grids, indicates that three participants tend to construe
themselves in a more positive way and see themselves as having had a better life in the
past (e.g., lives that were calm, more successful, and less challenging). Negative views of
selves were related to selves in the present (e.g., lives that are anxious, less successful,
and more challenging). In contrast, the other three participants seemed to view their
present selves positively (e.g., planning for the future, being outgoing, and adopting more
religious commitment) compared to their past selves (e.g., real-time thinking, being
reserved, having less religious commitment).

As expected, the content of the participants’ self-characterizations shows a very high
degree of individuality; however, in many cases, the characterizations tended to express a
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sense of isolation related to either the university community (e.g., participants one, two,
and three) or to Canadian society outside the university (e.g., participant four).

The results of this study have some parallels with the literature that defines social
isolation as a common stressor among international students (Oropeza et al., 1991; Chen,
1999; Mori, 2000; Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006). This is understood to be a result of cultural
differences. Such cultural differences were found in the constructs with a commonality
score of 3 with respect to the role of “member of culture” as being “group-oriented” in
Saudi Arabia, in contrast to “individual/self-oriented” person in Canada (McCarthy,
2005). Moreover, findings in the literature suggesting that students experience racial
discrimination and prejudice (Chen, 1999; Mori, 2000) may have some connection with
the participants’ common constructs (with a commonality score of 4).

4.1.2. Experience vs. Modulation Corollary
Kelly (1955) defines culture in terms of constructions of experience; thus, shared
constructions are possible because people who belong to a given culture are similar in
what they expect of one another, and in their perceptions of what is expected of them. As
members of a common culture, students in this study show consistency in how they
construe their overall transition experiences in Canada. This can be clearly seen in the
structure of clusters they share (see appendix 3). The separation of roles into two large
clusters may suggest a large gap between their experiences in relation to the two cultures
in which they participate. Two international roles (member of the Saudi community in
Canada and ambassador) were construed with roles in Saudi in four participants’ clusters.
Although the role of problem-solver/advice-seeker was clustered with Canadian roles in
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the clusters of four participants, they construed this role as falling among negative
constructs (e.g., tension, asking for help, and embarrassment in asking for help).

In line with their previous experiences and cultural backgrounds, students anticipated
having social lifestyle in Canada similar to the one they had in Saudi. When they failed to
establish social relationships with Canadian students, they experienced stress. As a result,
they had to adapt to their new experience and modulate their old construct system. Some
chose to cope with stress by building relationships with co-national friends (Mori, 2000),
while others, such as participants who were living with a Canadian host family, learned to
seek advice in spite of feelings of embarrassment. Mori (2000) states that international
students can be assisted by companions of similar cultural backgrounds, but that they
should be trained in fundamental communication skills by staff members of counselling
centres. However, it is not clear from this study that co-nationals helped these students to
become socialized in their university community, to establish social relationships with
Canadians, or to improve their academic achievement (participants were varied in their
disciplines). Further research in this area is needed.

4.1.3. Fragmentation Corollary
Some inconsistencies are found when the roles of the home culture are clustered with the
roles of the host culture, and vice versa. The role of “family member in Canada” is the
role that was most often clustered with Saudi roles in four of the participants’ cluster
analyses (four are married and three of the four have children). This suggests that parents
feel threatened by their children’s loss of the cultural ways of their home country, so they
try to hold onto their old expectations about this role (Oropeza et al., 1991). The role of
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“friend in Canadian society” is clustered with Saudi roles in two of the participants’
clusters (Manal and Lamia). Lamia’s roles as a member of her current university
community, member of Canadian culture, and friend in Canadian society are clustered
with her Saudi roles. In contrast, Moayad’s role as a member of his previous university
community is clustered with his Canadian roles. These contradictions in roles may point
to a lack of clarity about the expectations of roles, so that students see them similarly in
their expectations of both cultures, or are unable to re-construct their expectations of
these roles.

4.2. Research Implications
As noted in the introduction, international students are a major resource for the
internationalization of higher education. International students have real potential to
contribute to the university or to the community at large. Popadiuk and Arthur (2004)
outline these contributions, which can include developing a worldwide network of
alumni, resources for internationalization of curricula, contacts for future recruitment and
educational projects, and building cross-cultural relationships with local students whose
future employment roles require global perspectives. For the Saudi Arabian graduate
students who participated in this study, the transition experience was sometimes
associated with poor socialization, discrimination, and difficulty integrating into the new
community, on and off-campus. If these results are confirmed by future research, the
findings have several education and counselling implications for working with Saudi
Arabian graduate students, which can perhaps be extended to other Middle Eastern
students.
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University programs and counselling services in higher education may need to be more
proactive in reaching out to this specific population and incorporating culturally sensitive
and meaningful approaches into the helping process. Research suggests that there is a
need to build a supportive and facilitative atmosphere that assists international students in
connecting more effectively with their new leaning and living environments (Pedersen,
1991; Chen, 1999; Mori, 2000; Popadiuk and Arthur, 2004). Alazzi and Chiodo (2006)
found that international students, who reported positive cross-cultural contact with
Americans through activities such as discussion and outgoings, had fewer negative
reactions to transition experiences. Therefore, pairing new arrivals with Canadian peers
would help Saudi Arabian international students adjust successfully to the host culture
(Westwood & Barker, 1990). The peer would play the role of classmate, friend,
information provider, consultant, or facilitator-helper in assessing the international
student to build relationships with other people around him or her. Repertory grids can be
used before and after this pairing program (Leach, Freshwater, Aldridge, & Sunderland,
2001) to provide useful qualitative information on progress and improvements in the
student’s sociability.

4.3. Limitations and Strengths
The participants were a sample of six graduate students. The small size of this sample is
both a limitation and a strength. It is a limitation because a small purposeful sample such
as this does not readily generalize to other international students. Yet, the small size of
this sample is a strength, because it allows a rich description of individual experience.
The use of the repertory grid technique and self-characterization procedure, which were

62

modified to fit the purpose of this study, enabled the construing of the participants to be
examined in depth and from different perspectives. Distinct findings that were derived
from these two methods provide rich information about individuals in the target
population.

The findings of this study have generated further research questions. This study has
value, because no other research has been undertaken regarding personal and cultural
constructs in international education, and few studies have used a PCT approach in crosscultural interpretations (Scheer, 2003). In addition, although the results of the selfcharacterizations supported the results of the grids, self-characterization is less widely
used than the repertory grid; the methods are rarely combined in the PCT literature
(Hardison & Neimeyer, 2007).

A strength of the study was that it elicited the constructs from participants through a
procedure (repertory grid) that is similar to a semi-structured interview, rather than using
the researcher’s own constructs (e.g., standardised psychometric test). The process of
eliciting constructs in a repertory grid was challenging for most of the participants,
especially the use of one word/adjective or a short sentence to compare expectations of
roles between two cultures that have many differences. Dyads have successfully been
used in psychotherapy samples, and are known to be less confusing for eliciting
constructs (Fransella et al., 2004). This method was selected for this study, as it enabled a
specific cultural of participants’ transitions experiences related to the construct system.
However, some participants suggested that using interviews or open-ended questions
would have been a better way to collect their experiences.
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An additional potential limitation to this study is issues of translation. Participants used
Arabic to respond to the grid and self-characterization, and as Kelly (1955) states, a
clinician should not assume that a person is using words exactly as the dictionary defines
them. To address this issue, personal constructs were translated into English during the
interview, with agreement from the participant. In the self-characterization exercise, the
issue of translation was different since there is a wider context to guide the translation, so
in this case the translation into English was conducted by the researcher independently.

4.4. Future Directions
A potential area for future research is a cultural comparison of the content of the
transition experiences construct system to determine whether there is a pattern of
dominant categories associated with difficulties related to expectations of learning and
living roles. Although the sample size for this study was very small, the results may
encourage the development of improved acculturation questionnaires related to specific
cultures in this case, for Middle Eastern students. Also, it would be interesting to explore
personal constructs (with a more qualitative account) in a larger quantitative study
(Matsudaira, 2006). Such a study would allow for the examination of the correlation
between grid and questionnaire measures of acculturation.

The methods of PCT can be applied to any ethnic group to provide a more precise
understanding of their home and host culture. Such distinct findings may help to
encourage the development of practical services that meet the needs of acculturating
student populations. Since this study’s sample was selected from the graduate students’
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society, it would be valuable to carry out repertory grids and self-characterizations with
students identified as having psychological or adjustment problems for comparison.

4.5. Conclusions
This study explored the construing of transition experiences on the part of Saudi Arabian
international graduate students who are currently living and learning in Canada. The
literature review revealed the potential benefit that studies of individual experience can
have in developing and understanding of international education. Such studies can also
illuminate areas in which programs and services for international students can be
improved.

The study found that participants construed themselves in Canada as “anxious”, “less
successful” and having a “more challenging life” compared to their previous selves in
Saudi Arabia. The elements “member of university community/classmate”, “friend”, and
“foreigner” vs. “ambassador” were found to be more elaborated among the group than
were “student”, “member of family”, or “member of culture”. Participants may have a
more elaborated construct system in the former areas, because these elements cause them
particular difficulties. The acceptance and validation of those participants by the
university community and by the social community of the host culture may ease their
transition experiences and reduce their overall social isolation. Future research into this
possibility could be of benefit, as would larger studies that would allow for examination
of the correlations among grid, self-characterization, and questionnaire measures of
acculturation.
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Appendix 1: Text of Email Advertisement

Subject: Research Participation
I am a graduate student at Western, and I am conducting a study of the experience of
Saudi Arabian students studying at a Canadian University.
Participation in this study would involve describing your experience as an international
student by rating the different roles that you have as an international student (for
example, your roles as a student in Canada, as a member of your current university
community, as a foreigner). I would arrange a convenient time to meet with you, and it
would take about an hour to complete the study. Please be assured that your responses
will remain strictly confidential and no personal information will be collected that
identifies you as a participant in the study.
Participation in this study is voluntary, and it has no effect on your academic status.
If you are interested in participating, or if you would like additional information about the
study, please email me, Eradah Hamad. Thank you.
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Appendix C: Hierarchical Cluster Analysis (HCA) for Grid Elements
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